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Official publication of a series of constitutional amendments on July 4 ended five months of
political warfare between President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro's administration and the National
Assembly. The changes to the 1987 Constitution alter, if not eradicate, the centralized political and
economic system that governed the country during Sandinista rule (1979-1990). The resolution of
the crisis has, however, stirred up protests inside the Assembly, led by Sandinistas who say that
basic social and economic problems have not been addressed. The final act of ratification came after
Chamorro and legislative leaders signed an agreement on June 15, ending the constitutional crisis
that paralyzed the government since February.
The agreement came just days before Nicaraguan representatives began talks with the Paris Club
of creditor nations for new loans, which were jeopardized because of international dissatisfaction
with the political chaos in Nicaragua (see NotiSur, 06/16/95). Resolution of the crisis eased these
concerns and clears the way for new injections of international financial assistance. The crisis
began when opposition forces in the Assembly, led by Luis Humberto Guzman, published 66
constitutional amendments without the president's approval (see NotiSur, 02/17/95 and 03/10/95).
Many amendments limit presidential authority, but the one Chamorro resisted most fiercely
prohibits close relatives of the chief executive from running for the presidency. Though nominally
designed to prevent the kind of nepotism that flourished in government during the 43-year
dictatorship of the Somoza family, the immediate target was widely believed to be Antonio Lacayo,
Chamorro's son-in-law and chief political aide. "That reform," said Lacayo, "is directed exclusively
against me."
Under the terms of the June 15 agreement with the Assembly, the president accepted all of the
reforms, provided the Supreme Court approves. However, the legitimacy of the Supreme Court
itself had been a sticking point. In April, acting on its own under the disputed amendments,
the Assembly appointed five new members to the Court, four of whom the Court refused to
seat on the grounds that they had not been selected under the proper procedures (see NotiSur,
05/26/95). That obstacle has been removed with the ratification of the amendments, because both
the executive and legislative branches are now in agreement on the new appointment provisions
in the Constitution, and the new members will be seated. The two sides met again on June 19
to set up a mixed commission to develop secondary laws on such matters as fiscal and financial
policy; individual rights of citizens; land tenancy; the privatization of the government-owned
telecommunications service; and the makeup of the Supreme Electoral Council (Consejo Supremo
Electoral), which ceased to function when its members' terms expired on June 7.
Some amendments will not go into effect until after Chamorro leaves office in 1997, including a
section of the anti-nepotism clause that prohibits the president from appointing family members
to office. This will allow Lacayo to remain in the administration for the rest of Chamorro's term.
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But the provision that blocks Lacayo from running for the presidency goes into effect immediately.
Only if the Supreme Court rules in favor of a petition to revoke the prohibition that Lacayo says he
will bring to the Court, will he be eligible to run in the 1996 presidential election. Lacayo claims that
prohibition robs him of his right as a citizen to seek political office. The anti-nepotism provision
received excessive attention during the crisis, but other amendments make equally important
changes in government: * The presidential term is reduced from six to five years, and the president
may hold office for a maximum of two nonconsecutive terms. * The powers of the president are
curbed, with the Assembly gaining sole authority to create, modify, and approve taxes a change that
will go into effect in 1997.
The assembly also acquires the power to approve international treaties, including agreements on
international loans and regional economic integration.
* The army is subject to full civilian control as a "professional, nonpartisan and apolitical"
institution, and changes its name from the Popular Sandinista Army (Ejercito Popular Sandinista)
to the Army of Nicaragua (Ejercito de Nicaragua). Obligatory military service is prohibited, and
the training of solders is to include instruction in civic and human rights issues. Military personnel
accused of crimes are to be tried in civilian, not military courts.
* The role of the state in the economy is reduced, and the importance of private enterprise
recognized. * Confiscation of private property by the state is prohibited.
* Access to free health, education, and social security services is guaranteed.
The Assembly must still pass legislation to spell out details of these constitutional changes. For
example, the prohibition of government confiscation of private property leaves in question the titles
to property nationalized and redistributed by the Sandinista government. Sandinista deputies who
oppose many of the reforms attempted to prevent debate on final approval of the amendments. In
addition, a group of 36 campesinos took over the National Assembly for several days in mid-June
demanding the legalization of rural properties they received after they were confiscated by the prior
Sandinista government.
Daniel Ortega, secretary general of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN), warned
that violence would increase because of the constitutional changes. He said that the accord between
Chamorro and the Assembly leaders was "a deal" between political bosses that does little to solve
the problems of property, unemployment, and housing. In a related matter, soon after hearing
of the June 15 accord, Antonio Lacayo announced he would resign. "In a few months I will leave
the government...to devote all my energy to the political arena," Lacayo said in a statement to
the press. The move fueled speculation that a secret agreement had been reached to allow him to
run for the presidency. By leaving office before November, he complies with a requirement that
current government officials seeking elective office must resign 12 months before the election. The
presidential election is scheduled for November 1996. (Sources: Reuter, 06/15/95, 06/20/95; Agence
France-Presse, 06/16/95, 06/17/95 06/19/95, 06/20/95, 06/21/95, 06/22/95, 07/03/95, 07/04/95)
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